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Introduction

Since the eighth century BC, for Asians Syria has been the first glimpse of ‘the Great Sea’, a great land of culture to the West, as well as home to the most beautiful ancient mosques and churches. To Westerners, Damascus and Aleppo have always been the gateways to the Orient, the ancient marble and tile work peeking out along tumbledown mediaeval streets a reminder of the country’s biblical and classical 

heritage. Both of these groups of visitors brought travellers and traders; one bringing pepper, saffron, silk and porcelain, the other precious metals and new-fangled technology. The markets of Syria still reek of the blending odours of flowers, spices, tea, baking bread and its legendary courtyard houses. Both have also brought armies; Tiglath-Pileser’s Imperial Army of Assyria, the hoplites of Alexander the Great, crusading knights, Mongol warriors and Ottoman janissaries have all raped and burned across Syria. Many Syrians alive today were born under French rule. And now, once again, fighters are coming from afar and tearing the country apart. 

Our culture is under attack as never before – our greatest buildings are being razed to the ground and our people are fleeing their homeland, disappearing into countries around the globe to seek a new, safer life. But one part of our heritage is still alive and well and will continue no matter what drives families from their homes. This is possibly the country’s darkest hour, but even now in tiny flats in Beirut, Berlin and Bradford, Syrian families are searching out the best tomatoes and lemons, pomegranates and parsley to recreate the dishes that remind them of home. 

Syrians are masters of adversity and nothing unites and inspires them as much as food. They will let loose with sugar, caffeine, herbs and spices. A Syrian mum with barely two pennies to rub together can miraculously produce six or seven dishes bursting with flavour every day. And it’s an all-day operation – rolling vine leaves, frying huge batches of aubergines, finely chopping parsley for tabbouleh. Such is the power that food has to connect us to our past and we hope that this book will be a way to preserve that hugely rich part of Syrian culture, at a time when it is most at threat. 




Mezze 

Dips and mezze dishes are the bedrock of Syrian cuisine. Mezze is an Arabic word that stems from the verb ‘tamezmez’, which means to enjoy something so much that you savour it slowly.  

The question isn’t so much when do Syrians eat mezze, as when do they not? If you go to someone’s house in Syria, there’s no way you’ll skip the mezze on your way to the main course. We’re not talking starters here, these dishes might start to arrive before the bigger meat or rice ones, but they’re just as much the focus as what comes later. Cooking a single main course is pretty much unheard of. A proper meal consists of loads of dishes that you all dive into armed with pieces of freshly baked bread between thumb and forefinger. Any vegetable can become part of the mezze. With a bit of garlic, some parsley or a hit of cumin, the humble, pious runner bean or cauliflower is transformed into a proper treat. 

Kids don’t have to be forced to eat their greens in Syria.  



Courgettes in Tahini Sauce 

(Mutabal Kusa) 

If you are a fan of tahini, this dish is a winner and a nice change from the better-known aubergine mutabal or baba ganoush. In Syria we generally use the small, pale green courgettes that you find all over the Middle East and in a lot of Arab or Turkish greengrocers in Europe, but you can make it just as well with any of the other varieties out there. We’ve also found this works as a great smokey relish in a ham or cheese sandwich.  

You can serve this in two different ways, either pour the Tahini Sauce on top of the courgette discs, or mash up the courgettes using a fork and mix them with the sauce, making more of a dip. Either way, it is delicious with a sprinkling of dried mint and sumac on top.  

SERVES 4 AS PART OF A MEZZE 

5 

baby courgettes, sliced into ½cm discs 


vegetable oil, for frying 

3 tbsp  Tahini Sauce (here) 


sumac, to taste 


dried mint, to taste 

Fry the courgettes in a generous amount of oil. When they are brown and crispy, place on a piece of kitchen roll to soak up any excess oil. 

Mash the courgettes, if you like, and mix together with the Tahini Sauce if you are making a dip, or drizzle the tahini on top of the courgette discs. Sprinkle with sumac and dried mint. 
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Aubergine Fetteh 

(Fetteh Beitinjaan) 

Layering food on toasted bread with a yoghurt sauce is a distinctly Syrian speciality. As far as Syrians are concerned, no flavour has yet been found that can’t be enhanced by the addition of garlicky yoghurt and a bit of crunch.  

Bread is considered a sacred gift from God in the Arab world, whether you are Muslim, Druze or Christian, and it’s a sin to waste it even after it has gone stale. 

That’s one of the reasons why ‘fetteh’ – literally, ‘breadcrumbs’ – is such a popular dish and can be made with chickpeas, aubergines, chicken or lamb. 

Whenever we make Aubergine Fetteh for friends it is always everyone’s favourite dish on the table.  

SERVES 4 AS PART OF A MEZZE 

3 

aubergines 


olive oil, for roasting and drizzling 


salt 

2 

flatbreads or pittas 

500g 

plain yoghurt 

2 

small garlic cloves, crushed 

2 tbsp 

lemon juice 

handful of  parsley, roughly chopped 

handful of  pomegranate seeds 

50g 

pine nuts, toasted 


salt, to taste 

Heat the oven to 180°C/350°F/Gas mark 4. 

Cut the aubergines into quarters lengthways and then slice them into 1cm chunks and place in a baking tray. Pour over a generous helping of olive oil and a sprinkle of salt then roast in the oven for approximately 40 minutes or until the aubergines are soft. 

Brush the bread with olive oil and toast in the oven for about 10 minutes until nice and crispy. Then break it up into pieces. 

In a bowl combine the yoghurt, garlic and lemon juice. 

When the aubergines are ready, take them out of the oven and allow to cool. Place them in a shallow bowl then pour the yoghurt mix on top. 

When ready to serve, sprinkle with the crispy bread, parsley, pomegranate seeds and toasted pine nuts. 
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Red Pepper and Walnut Dip 

(Mhammara) 

Traditionally from Aleppo, this sophisticated hot red pepper dip has travelled all over the Levant. ‘Mhammara’ means roasted until red, which gives just the right sense of its earthy, fiery flavour. The colour comes from the roasted red 

peppers, but the real key is the walnuts, which are everywhere in Syria, and this is possibly our favourite of Syria’s myriad walnut dishes.  

Everyone has their own way of making it and we tried more versions than we can remember on our travels – from scorching hot to sweet and crunchy. Most people use breadcrumbs or bulgar, but we found that you don’t actually need either and decided on this gluten-free recipe.  

SERVES 4–6 AS PART OF A MEZZE 

1 

red pepper or 200g jar of chargrilled peppers 

1 

red chilli 

75g 

walnuts, toasted 

1 tsp 

red pepper paste, hot or medium 

1 

garlic clove 

1 tbsp  pomegranate molasses 

3 tbsp  olive oil, plus extra for drizzling 


salt and pepper, to taste 


flatbreads, to serve 

If using jarred peppers, drain well and blend all the ingredients together in a food processor. If not, preheat the grill to high. Grill the pepper and chilli whole, turning them until the skin is charred all over. Leave to cool in a bowl and cover with cling film. When they are cool enough to handle, peel and deseed the pepper and chilli, discarding the skins and seeds. 

Blend the walnuts in a food processor then add the pepper and chilli with all the other ingredients and blend well. 

Drizzle with olive oil and serve with flatbreads. 



Beetroot Dip 

(Mutabal Shwandar) 

Not traditionally a Syrian mezze dish, this beetroot dip has been around in Lebanon for many years and has since travelled the Levant and made its way into many Damascene restaurants. We love its rich colour, which brightens up any table. Roasting the beetroots creates a thicker, darker dip, but if you don’t have time to roast them, using ready-cooked boiled ones is also fine.  

SERVES 4–6 AS PART OF A MEZZE 

4 

beetroots 




oil, for roasting and drizzling 


salt and pepper 

2 tbsp 

tahini 

2 tbsp 

plain yoghurt 

1 

garlic clove, crushed 

juice of ½  lemon 


salt and pepper, to taste 


parsley, chopped, to garnish 

Heat the oven to 180°C/350°F/Gas mark 4. 

Scrub the beetroots well, trim the edges and slice into wedges lengthways. Place in a baking tray, pour on a generous helping of olive oil and salt and pepper, and roast for around 30 minutes or until they are soft enough that a sharp knife can easily be inserted all the way through. Take out of the oven and leave to cool. 

Blend the beetroots in a food processor with all the remaining ingredients until you have a smooth, pinky-purple-coloured dip. 

Drizzle with olive oil and sprinkle with parsley for a lovely clash of purple and green. 
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Roasted Cauliflower with Cumin 

(Zahra wa Kamoon) 

Cauliflower is used a lot in Syrian home cooking, partly because it is so cheap. 

On its own it is a little bland, but Syrians have managed to find combinations that elevate the humble cauliflower to the level of a delicacy.  

This is a great one for vegans; you can either serve this as part of a mezze or as a side dish. It also goes well with any of our fish recipes.  

This roasted cauliflower can be eaten warm or cold, but if you do roast it in advance, pour the dressing on at the last minute to prevent the cauliflower going soggy. You can roast the spines of the leaves with the cauliflower to add a bit of colour and texture. Another option is to drizzle tahini sauce over the dish (see here).  

SERVES 4 AS PART OF A MEZZE 

1 

large whole cauliflower, chopped into florets 


vegetable oil, for roasting 

small handful of  parsley, chopped 

handful of 

almonds, toasted 


salt and pepper, to taste 

For the dressing 

1 

garlic clove 

¼ tsp 

sea salt 

50ml 

extra virgin olive oil 

juice of ½ 

lemon 

½ tsp 

ground cumin 

Heat the oven to 180°C/350°F/Gas mark 4. 

Roast the cauliflower florets with a little vegetable oil, salt and pepper for around 30 

minutes or until they have turned golden brown. 

While the cauliflower is cooking, make the dressing by crushing the garlic and salt with a pestle and mortar, adding the olive oil, lemon juice and cumin, and whisk everything together. 

Pour the dressing on the roasted cauliflower and sprinkle with parsley and almonds to serve. 
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Red Lentil Kibbeh 

(Kibbeh Addas) 

Bulgar is coral but lentils are pearls’ is a common saying in northern Aleppo, where lentils are widely cultivated. There are some village names that even have the word lentil’ in them, such as Yaked Al Adas (Yaked of the lentils).  

These vegan red lentil kibbeh do tend to dry out if not eaten fairly quickly, but they are so delicious we find it rarely proves to be a problem.  

MAKES 14 KIBBEH 

For the kibbeh 

100g 

red lentils 

500ml 

water 

1 

onion, finely chopped 

40g 

fine bulgar 


salt, to taste 

4 tbsp 

olive oil 

1 tbsp 

mint, chopped 

1 tbsp 

parsley, chopped 

½ tsp 

medium red pepper paste (here) 

½ tsp 

ground cumin 

¼ tsp 

Aleppo pepper 

For the salsa 

12 

cherry tomatoes, finely diced 

1 

green pepper, deseeded and finely diced 

1 

small onion, very finely diced 

1 tbsp 

olive oil 

2 tbsp 

pomegranate seeds 

1 tbsp 

pomegranate molasses 

juice of 1  lemon 


salt, to taste 

Rinse the lentils then boil them in a saucepan with 500ml water until almost all the liquid has evaporated. Stir regularly. 

Meanwhile, on a low heat gently fry the onion for about 30 minutes until caramelised. 

Once the water from the lentils has almost all gone, add the bulgar and salt and keep simmering until the water has completely evaporated and it has made a thick paste. 

Mix all the ingredients for the salsa together in a bowl. 

When the lentils and bulgar are completely dry, like the texture of mashed potatoes, take off the heat and stir in the rest of the kibbeh ingredients, including the caramelised onions. Leave the mixture until it is cool enough to handle and make into little oval-shaped patties with your hands. 

Serve with the salsa. 
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Spinach Kibbeh 

(Kibbeh Zankaliyeh) 

Kibbeh Zankaliyeh is one of the more unusual versions of kibbeh it is completely vegan, not deep-fried and the preparation time is relatively quick. It makes an excellent starter as well as great finger food, drizzled with lashings of 

pomegranate molasses and served with a bit of yoghurt on the side. It’s also surprisingly good eaten cold the next day, and it’s the perfect lunch box filler.  

MAKES 15–18 PIECES 

100g 

fine bulgar wheat 

300g 

spinach, roughly chopped 

handful of  parsley, finely chopped 

handful of  coriander, finely chopped 

4 

spring onions, chopped 

100g 

cooked chickpeas, roughly mashed 

1 tsp 

ground cumin 

1 tsp 

salt 

1 tsp 

black pepper 

1 tsp 

Aleppo pepper 

1 tsp 

7 spices 

2–3 

garlic cloves, crushed 

100g 

plain flour 

½ tsp 

baking powder 

2 tbsp 

vegetable oil, plus extra for frying 


pomegranate molasses, to serve 


plain yoghurt, to serve 

Rinse the bulgar a couple of times, then drain and leave to one side. 

Place the bulgar and all the remaining ingredients in a large mixing bowl and knead well with your hands. The spinach will break up and the whole mixture will eventually resemble a paste-like consistency. Cover and leave in the fridge for 20–30 minutes. 

When you are ready to make the fritters, take a small bit of the mix, knead it in your hands and roll into a ball, then flatten it out using the palms of both hands to form a disc shape. Place on a plate until you have finished all the mix. You may have to wash your hands after every few kibbeh as they will get sticky. 

Heat some vegetable oil in a frying pan and shallow-fry the kibbeh for about 2 minutes on each side, until they are lightly browned, taking care not to overcook them. You may need to do this in batches. Remove the kibbeh from the pan with a spatula and place on some kitchen roll until you are ready to serve. 

Drizzle the kibbeh with pomegranate molasses and serve with a helping of plain yoghurt on the side. 
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Hummus with Meat 

(Hummus bi Lahmi) 

Hummus has come to epitomise Middle Eastern cuisine for most Westerners. 

The word ‘hummus’ literally means ‘chickpeas’ in Arabic. ‘Hummus bi Tahina’ is 

the proper name for the dip we all know and goes back at least to the time of the Crusades; as the oldest recipe we could find for ‘Hummus with Tahini sauce’ 

appeared in a thirteenth-century Arabic cook book. Some people say that the great Saladin himself used to prepare his own version.  

Such is its celebrity status in the food world that in recent years hummus has become politicised, with countries across the Mediterranean each pressing their own claim of ownership over it. But as a Syrian and an Iraqi we’d like to remind you that hummus is an Arabic word, and chickpeas were first cultivated in Mesopotamia (ancient Iraq and Syria). We’ll leave the final judgement to you. 

The authentic Syrian way to make this recipe is to boil dried chickpeas, and it’s worth it as it’ll taste even more heavenly.  

SERVES 4 AS PART OF A MEZZE 

For the hummus 

150g 

dried chickpeas (soaked overnight with ¼ tsp bicarbonate of soda), or 1 x 400g tin of chickpeas 

1 

garlic clove, crushed 

1 heaped 

tahini 

tbsp 

juice of 1 

lemon 


salt and pepper, to taste 

For the meat 

1 

lamb neck fillet, around 200g, diced 


salt and pepper, to taste 

handful of 

pine nuts, toasted 


extra virgin olive oil, to serve 


flatbreads, to serve 

Drain the chickpeas, then boil for 2 hours if using the dried ones. Save the water in the tin or the cooking water for later. Pick out any loose skins and then blend really well in a food processor with all the other hummus ingredients, plus 7 tbsp of water. If it looks a bit dry, add some more water gradually, just enough not to overdilute. Syrian hummus should be very smooth. 

Fry the meat in a frying pan over a high heat until it browns, then season with salt and pepper. 

Using the back of a spoon spread the hummus over the base of a shallow bowl. Scatter the meat and pine nuts on top and add a drizzle of olive oil. Serve with flatbreads. 
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Smoked Aubergine Salad 

(Mkhabasa) 

We were given this recipe by Majdoleen from Dara’a; she was very shy and quiet when we worked with her in a theatre workshop but a confident, natural leader 

in the kitchen. We first realised this when she invited us into her home in the Shatila camp in Beirut, to teach us some of her specialities, and to our surprise she turned out to be both a fantastic cook and a forceful character. We spent a couple of days cooking with her, her three friends and her fourteen-year-old daughter, who was eagerly watching everything to pick up her mum’s skills.  

The name ‘Mkhabasa’ derives from the word ‘mkhabas’, which means ‘busy’, and is so named because, as Majdoleen said, ‘the dish is a crazy mix of ingredients and colours so it looks busy’. We also think it’s a great starter to drum up when you are in a rush, because it’s so quick yet utterly healthy and delicious.  

SERVES 4 AS PART OF A MEZZE 

2 

medium aubergines 

handful of  parsley, finely chopped 

¼ 

red, yellow and green pepper, deseeded and finely
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